Clinical characterization of Alzheimer's disease: reliability of 'age at onset' and a new descriptor, 'age at shift'.
To determine the interrater reliability of clinical descriptors for Alzheimer's disease (AD), we assessed the degree of agreement among four clinicians who rated 21 patients during a longitudinal study. Despite variability in response patterns, degree of agreement for determining age at onset of dementia was statistically significant (P less than 0.005). We also found significant agreement (P less than 0.0001) among three clinicians for the clinical descriptor, "age at shift" from questionable to probable AD, according to the National Institutes of Health Consensus Criteria. These data demonstrate that both retrospective and prospective descriptors can be reliably determined in the clinical assessment of AD.